
Legalism, Grace, and Works 
in Paul’s Letter to the Galatians 

and Today
Noah Kelley

New Testament 2 (Dr. David Alan Black)

Sept. 7, 2016



1. Introduction

“If anyone is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the 
one you received, let him be accursed.” (Gal 1:6, ESV)

We must be able to discern the true gospel from a false 
one.



1. Introduction

Two clear truths:

1. We are saved by grace alone

2. Obedience to Christ is important

What is the relationship between these????



1. Introduction

Some important questions:

• Is it OK to follow rules not found in the Bible, or is that 
legalism?

• Should we try to keep the 10 Commandments, or is that 
legalism? Should we observe the Sabbath? 

• Do we have to obey God to be saved?

• Are we saved by grace, and sanctified by works?

• How can I tell the difference between true legalism and 
passionate obedience?



2. Legalism in Galatia



2. Legalism in Galatia

Data from Acts and Galatians:

• The church as a “Jewish sect”

• At Pentecost, many Jews were converted, including Priests (6:7) and 
Pharisees (15:5). 

• Many of these converts from Judaism found it difficult to admit 
gentiles into the church (cf. Acts 11:1–3). 

• Even Peter is slow to grasp this issue

• God leads the church to recognize gentiles as fellow Christians apart 
from law observance (Acts 10).



2. Legalism in Galatia

Data from Acts and Galatians:

• Some of Jews still resisted this. 
• men from James came to Antioch, causing the Jews to withdraw from gentiles 

in table fellowship (Gal 2:11–14, sometime after Acts 12:25). 

• Peter stumbles and is rebuked by Paul (Gal 2:14–21).

• Men from Judea taught the brethren at Antioch that circumcision and keeping 
the law of Moses was necessary for salvation (Acts 15:1–5)

• At the Jerusalem council, when the church reaches a consensus that 
the gentiles are not to be put under the law of Moses (Acts 15).



2. Legalism in Galatia

Data from Acts and Galatians:

• While the opponents in Galatians may or may not have been the 
exact same group as in Acts,  there are some similarities

• These testify to the general tendency among some Jewish Christians 
to struggle with the question of the gentiles and the law. 



2. Legalism in Galatia

References to the opponents in the letter:

• The men: 
• “certain men” are “troubling” the Galatians and “casting a spell on” them 

(1:7; 3:1; 5:7–12)

• Claiming to represent the Jerusalem church, and denigrating Paul’s authority 
as an apostle



2. Legalism in Galatia

References to the opponents in the letter:

• The message: 
• Adding to the gospel, perverting the gospel (1:6–9; 3:3). 

• Additions include: 
• Circumcision (5:2–3)

• Sacred calendar (4:10), most likely the “Jewish liturgical calendar” (Moo, 19). 

• Note: apparently the identity of Jesus as the Christ is not an issue. 

• However, Paul did not consider them to be true Christians.



2. Legalism in Galatia

References to the opponents in the letter:

• The motivation:
• Boasting in human achievement (6:13)

• Trying to avoid persecution (6:12)
• Possibly under pressure from non-Christian Jews.



2. Legalism in Galatia

Conclusion: 

• “. . . Paul writes Galatians to combat people who are pressuring the 
Galatians to undergo circumcision and submit to the law of Moses as 
a means of completing their Christian experience” (Moo, BECNT, 19).

• Traditionally called “Judaizers” because they attempted to make the 
gentiles Ἰουδαίζειν (live according to Jewish religious regulations; 
2:14).



3. Paul’s Response



3. Paul’s Response

Two points: 

1. His opponents misunderstood the place of the law in redemptive 
history

2. Salvation by grace through faith in Christ and works of the law were 
by their very nature mutually exclusive.



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Ages: (Theological framework)

• This present evil age (1:4)

• characterized by slavery to sin and the law

• The age to come, or new creation (6:15)

• Those who have been redeemed by Christ are rescued from 
this present age, become part of the new creation, and are 
members of the “heavenly Jerusalem” (1:4; 4:26; 6:15).



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Gospels: 
• Paul’s gospel, which comes from God and centers on the work of Christ 

received by faith (1:11–12).

• The Judaizers’ gospel, which is not really a gospel, but centers on obedience 
to the law (1:6)



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Ways to be justified: works of the law or faith in Christ (2:16, 21)

• By what way can I be declared righteous before a holy God, both now 
and in the last day? 
• Other related contrasts are between faith and the law’s ability (or not) to 

obtain the Spirit (3:2), “the inheritance” (3:18), and 4. life (2:21). 

• These are different facets of our salvation, and the message is clear: the law 
cannot give salvation.



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Ways to be justified: works of the law or faith in Christ (2:16, 21)

• Two Reasons that support this contrast:
• 1. The law cannot justify

• The law is a matter of “doing” (3:10, 12; 5:3)

• The determining factor is human performance, or “merit.”

• The law measures human performance with reference to the final judgment.

• But human “doing” is insufficient. It is impossible for sinful man to keep the 
law (3:10). That is why all men are under the curse.



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Ways to be justified: works of the law or faith in Christ (2:16, 21)

• Two Reasons that support this contrast:
• 1. The law cannot justify: Gal 3:10-12

For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, 
“Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the 
Book of the Law, and do them.” Now it is evident that no one is justified 
before God by the law, for “The righteous shall live by faith.” But the 
law is not of faith, rather “The one who does them shall live by them.”



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Ways to be justified: works of the law or faith in Christ (2:16, 21)

• Two Reasons that support this contrast:
• 1. The law cannot justify: Douglas Moo:

Gal 3:10, then, along with the indisputable stress on human ability in 
Romans 1-3 . . . strongly supports the notion that “works of the law” 
cannot justify, not because they are inherently wrong, nor only because 
a decisive shift in salvation-history has occurred, but fundamentally 
because no man is able to do them in sufficient degree and number so 
as to gain merit before God. 

(“ ‘Law,’ ‘Works of the Law,’ and Legalism,” 98).



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Ways to be justified: works of the law or faith in Christ (2:16, 21)

• Two Reasons that support this contrast:
• 2. The law cannot be mixed with grace and faith

• Faith is incompatible with law (3:11–12).

• Faith in Christ is the way of grace, which is by nature a gift. 

• It is given without regard for human performance or merit (2:21; cf. Rom 4:4–
5). 



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Ways to be justified: works of the law or faith in Christ (2:16, 21)

• Two Reasons that support this contrast:
• 2. The law cannot be mixed with grace and faith

• As Paul says in Romans 11:6

But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise 
grace would no longer be grace. 



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Ways to be justified: works of the law or faith in Christ (2:16, 21)

• Conclusion: 

• Paul’s negative appraisal of man’s ability to obey God’s law, and his 
view of the antithetical nature of law and grace (with regard to 
salvation) make it impossible to add works of the law to faith in Christ 
for justification. 

• A person can only be justified before God by trusting in Christ’s 
sacrificial death and resurrection. 



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Ways to be justified: works of the law or faith in Christ (2:16, 21)

• Conclusion: 

• As the old Hymns say, “Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to thy cross 
I cling,” and “My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus blood and 
righteousness.” 



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Powers for living: Contrast between the Spirit and the flesh

• By what power can I obey God and live righteously?



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Powers for living: Contrast between the Spirit and the flesh

• The flesh
• Its works are attitudes and conduct that are detestable (5:19–21)

• Obedience to the law in the power of the flesh results in human boasting, in 
contrast with boasting in Christ (6:13–14). 

• Human attempts to obey God’s law by the power of the sinful nature result in 
slavery to sin and the law (3:22; 4:9, 25; 5:1; cf. Rom 6:14ff and Rom 7–8).

• The outcome of the works of the flesh is exclusion from the kingdom and 
ultimate destruction (5:21; 6:8)

• The flesh cannot be reformed, it must be crucified (5:24).



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Powers for living: Contrast between the Spirit and the flesh

• The Spirit
• He bears good fruit (5:22–23). 

• Negatively, no charge of lawbreaking can be laid against attitudes and 
conduct that the Spirit produces (5:23). 

• Positively, he produces the kind of righteous lives that the law points to 
(5:14). 



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Powers for living: Contrast between the Spirit and the flesh

• The Spirit
• Obedience propelled by the Spirit is:

• Obtained by faith

• motivated by the desire to please God (1:10) and love one’s neighbor (5:6, 
14)

• produces boasting in Christ and the cross (6:14)



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Two Powers for living: Contrast between the Spirit and the flesh

• The Spirit
• Through faith in Christ we are freed from the condemnation and slavery to 

the law, and freed to love and serve others by the power of the Spirit (2:20; 
5:1, 13–14; cf. Rom 6–8).

• The outcome of the fruit of the Spirit is eternal life (6:8).



3. Paul’s Response: A Contrast

• Conclusion: Paul responds to the perversion of the gospel by showing 
that there are two, and only two options for how to be justified 
before God and empowered to live for Him.

• Two ages: this present age and the new creation

• Two gospels: Paul’s and his opponents

• Two ways of being justified: by grace through faith in Christ and by 
works of the law

• Two powers for living: the flesh and the Spirit



4. Legalism Today: with regard to Salvation



4. Legalism Today: with regard to Salvation

• Applying Paul’s argument today:

• First, it is important to note that very few of us struggle with whether 
we should be circumcised and keep all of the Mosaic Law.



4. Legalism Today: with regard to Salvation

• Applying Paul’s argument today:

• The underlying is universally applicable: trying to be justified before 
God on the basis of our works is fundamentally at odds with the 
gospel.

• Paul’s negative view of man’s ability to obey God’s law and his view of 
the antithetical nature of law and grace apply to any attempt to be 
righteous before God on the basis of works, regardless of the exact 
nature of the works.



4. Legalism Today: with regard to Salvation

• Applying Paul’s argument today: Douglas Moo:

“. . . underlying Paul’s polemic against doing the torah in Galatians is his 
concern about human “doing” in general. The problem with human 
doing is that it is always and necessarily inadequate: sinful humans are 
incapable of rendering to God the obedience that God deserves. 
“Works of the law,” like any other human “work,” always fall short of 
what God expects of his creatures, leaving incorporation into Christ by 
faith as the only means of achieving righteousness” (BECNT, 27).



4. Legalism Today: with regard to Salvation

• Applying Paul’s argument today: Douglas Moo:

“. . . underlying Paul’s polemic against doing the torah in Galatians is his 
concern about human “doing” in general. The problem with human 
doing is that it is always and necessarily inadequate: sinful humans are 
incapable of rendering to God the obedience that God deserves. 
“Works of the law,” like any other human “work,” always fall short of 
what God expects of his creatures, leaving incorporation into Christ by 
faith as the only means of achieving righteousness” (BECNT, 27).



4. Legalism Today: with regard to Salvation

• Applying Paul’s argument today: 

• Conclusion: According to Galatians, anyone who teaches a religious 
message that introduces human works as the basis for righteousness 
before God is anathema (under the curse of God). 



4. Legalism Today: with regard to Salvation

• Applying Paul’s argument today: 

• Examples

• Because we are made in God’s image, we are hard-wired for morality. 

• Generally natural man’s religion is legalism.
• Adam and Eve

• People generally

• Children



4. Legalism Today: with regard to Salvation

• Applying Paul’s argument today: 

• Examples

• We naturally justify ourselves and condemn others. We are “good 
guys” and they are “bad guys.”

• Many people hope that they are good enough to “go to heaven when 
they die.” 
• Spiritual people in American culture

• Cultural Christianity

• Cults



4. Legalism Today: with regard to Salvation

• Applying Paul’s argument today: 

• We need to be honest with people and tell them that God’s demands 
for goodness cannot be met by sinful human beings (3:10). 

• We need to warn them that they are sinners who are under the just 
judgment of God because of their sin. 

• Unless a person sees themselves as a hopeless sinner, the gospel 
makes no sense (2:21).



5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification 
and Ethics



5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification 
and Ethics
• Some people appear to genuinely trust in Jesus for their justification 

before God, but live to some degree on the basis of works. 

• We might call this legalism with regard to sanctification and ethics.



5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification 
and Ethics
Performance (“doing”) receives an unhealthy focus.

• Creates a self-focus with regard to the good things we do (boasting in 
self) that is opposed to the “God and others” focus that is found in an 
obedience stimulated by the Spirit.

• Leads to an emotional rollercoaster in which my performance is the 
key to having a “good day.”

• Toward others, this can lead to comparing ourselves with others, 
pride and judgmentalism, favoritism (judging others by their good or 
bad qualities), and lack of forgiveness.



5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification 
and Ethics
Performance (“doing”) receives an unhealthy focus.

• Any good thing can be used by legalism:
• Prayer and spiritual disciplines

• moral obedience 

• Biblical and theological knowledge

• Correcting others

• Often the problem is not with the activity, but with our attitude 
toward it

• Activities are redirected from their God-ordained purposes to the 
purpose of self-boasting



5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification 
and Ethics
Performance (“doing”) receives an unhealthy focus.

• Also, there can be a tendency in “grey areas” issues to impose rules 
on others more adamantly than Scripture does

• Examples:
• lifestyle choices (how I school my children)

• Christian convictions (what kind of movies I will watch)

• This can be evidence of a focus on external conformity to the 
exclusion of personal transformation



5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification 
and Ethics
• While someone can be a genuine Christian and not under the curse of 

Gal 1:6–9, attempting to live out the Christian life in terms of ethical 
legalism is not consistent with the gospel. 



5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification 
and Ethics
Some possible results for people or communities: 

1. Movement toward legalism, with the gospel further obscured

2. Movement toward consistent application of the gospel, a matter of 
spiritual growth

3. Continuing inconsistency



5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification 
and Ethics
What is the cure for ethical legalism? It is Jesus Christ! 

1. Confession/acknowledgement of sin to God

2. Receiving the forgiveness that Christ provides

3. Seeking the power to change by the Holy Spirit



5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification 
and Ethics
Example: In situations in which I am tempted to engage in legalism or 
its accompanying sins, apply these truths:

• I am accepted by God in Christ.

• No sin that I commit can change that. 

• Because I am in Christ, I am loved by God.

• No good works can make him love me more.



5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification 
and Ethics
Example: In situations in which I am tempted to engage in legalism or 
its accompanying sins, apply these truths:

• My Christian brother or sister is a sinner like me, but God accepts 
them, so I will too

• My unsaved neighbor is not good, but they are enslaved to sin and 
need Christ

• Christ suffered to win me, so I can imitate him in suffering the sins of 
others so that they can find Christ



6. Grace, Works, and the Christian Life



6. Grace, Works, and the Christian Life

1. Good works are required and enabled in the Christian life.
• As a response to legalism, some people erroneously misunderstand that good 

works are optional in the Christian life.

• However, works are not optional or unnecessary for a Christian. 

• Good works are produced by the Holy Spirit, and are carried out by faith, and 
motivated by love.

• Gal 5:6: “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for 
anything, but only faith working through love.”

• Phil 2:12-13: “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is 
God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.”



6. Grace, Works, and the Christian Life

1. Good works are required and enabled in the Christian life.

• Schreiner: 

“Galatians knows nothing, then, of autonomous works or of works 
produced by the virtue of the human being. Good works are energized 
and accomplished by the Holy Spirit, being rooted in the cross-work of 
Jesus Christ by which believers have been freed from the old creation 
and have been inducted into the new creation. Galatians makes it clear 
that these works are necessary for eternal life. Those who don’t sow to 
the Spirit will not experience eternal life. Those who practice the works 
of the flesh will be excluded from the kingdom. Clearly Paul did not 
think emphasizing the necessity of works compromised his gospel of 
grace, and if he did not think so, neither should we.” (“Justification 
apart from and by Works,” 83).



6. Grace, Works, and the Christian Life

1. Good works are required and enabled in the Christian life.

• Key distinction: justification versus sanctification. While we do not 
contribute any works to our justification, we do work with God in our 
sanctification. 

• Sanctification is not passive, but requires “grace-driven effort.”



6. Grace, Works, and the Christian Life

2. God’s commands still play a part in our sanctification.
• Some have claimed that the problem with the Mosaic law is that it is external 

and commands obedience. 

• Since the Holy Spirit has come to produce His fruit in our lives, we no longer 
need external commands. 

• Therefore to command obedience is revert to legalism, because true 
obedience springs from the heart naturally.



6. Grace, Works, and the Christian Life

2. God’s commands still play a part in our sanctification.
• While it is true that the Spirit comes to motivate obedience internally, this 

does not mean that there is anything wrong with commands in and of 
themselves.

• In fact, both Jesus and Paul give a number of commands.

• God uses the internal motivation of the Spirit and the external direction of 
the commands to put to death the sinful nature and conform us to Christ.



6. Grace, Works, and the Christian Life

3. The OT speaks to us in terms of what obedience to Christ looks like.
• Christians disagree regarding how or whether the OT law can be used to 

instruct and measure Christian conduct.

• 10 Commandments?

• Sabbath?

• Moral, Civil, and Ceremonial law?

• Only accountable to the laws repeated in the OT?



6. Grace, Works, and the Christian Life

3. The OT speaks to us in terms of what obedience to Christ looks like.
• These disagreements do not constitute legalism.

• Paul says that at least one of the laws of the OT are normative for us today 
(namely, loving our neighbor as ourselves). 

• At various places in his letters one can find appeals to the OT for instruction in 
obedience to God (e.g. 1 Cor 10:6; 2 Tim 3:16–17).

• Key distinction: OT instruction as a means of salvation vs. OT instruction as 
instruction for obedience.



6. Grace, Works, and the Christian Life

4. Christian obedience can be compatible with following extrabiblical
rules when they don’t confuse the gospel or claim to be equal with 
Scripture

• A focus on extrabiblical rules can indicate a focus on external behavior to the 
exclusion of personal transformation

• Other times it is just a way to apply God’s word to situations not explicitly 
addressed (wisdom)

• Or it can be a matter of authorities establishing rules for order in a family or 
community



6. Grace, Works, and the Christian Life

4. Christian obedience can be compatible with following extrabiblical
rules when they don’t confuse the gospel or claim to be equal with 
Scripture

• But we don’t confuse these with the gospel

• We recognize that we might be wrong and are willing to revise in light of 
Scripture

• We are less dogmatic about the issue the less clearly Scripture speaks about a 
matter



7. Conclusion

1. Paul contrasted a gospel of justification by works and natural effort 
with a gospel of justification by grace, through faith in Christ

2. Natural man is inclined to justify himself by works. To this, we must 
apply Paul’s teaching that none can be justified by works, only 
through faith in Christ

3. Christians are sometimes inconsistent with the gospel and try to 
live the Christian life in a legalistic manner. We must learn to apply 
the gospel to all areas of life.

4. In response to legalism, it is easy to react and minimize works and 
effort in the Christian life. However we should do good works by the 
power of the Spirit, by faith, and out of love for God and others.


